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Decretal Theology and the Development of Covenant Thought: An Assessment of
Cornelis Graafland's Thesis with a Particular View to Federal Architects William
Ames and Johannes Cocceius
Abstract
In this essay we first offer some general comments about Cornelis Graafland's work, leading up to and
including his gloss on the covenant/predestinarian thought of key representatives of the Puritan tradition.
Then comes a brief exposition of the views of John Calvin and William Ames on the relationship of these
two heads of doctrine, followed by a more detailed examination of the unique theology of Johannes
Cocceius. We assess the earlier (1957) groundbreaking work of Charles S. McCoy and the more
contemporary (1988, 1997) scholarly investigation of Willem Jan van Asselt in order to determine whether
these scholars perceive the predestination/covenant dialectic to create theological polarity in Johannes
Cocceius's development of covenant doctrine. How does Cocceius himself deal with the decree in his
development of covenant doctrine? If any opposition between these two loci is discovered, is there a
particular way in which Cocceius resolves this tension? Following this, William Ames's unique fusion of
decretal and covenantal theology is closely examined, a simple yet marvelous concurrence of doctrines
that aptly denies any legitimacy to those strong voices advocating doctrinal polarity or single dogma
theory on the basis of doctrinal antipathy. Further, William Ames, teacher of Johannes Cocceius at the
theological academy at Franeker, is shown to be the clear forerunner of his student's much more fanciful
doctrine of covenant. Although the seminal idea of covenant thought had currency prior to the postReformation epoch generally and the Nadere Reformatie period in particular, we have chosen to examine
the contributions of William Ames and Johannes Cocceius because these two individuals, more than any
other theologians in the history of the development of Reformed orthodoxy, have been responsible for the
construction of the early architecture of what we now designate the federal theology. Any study of the
development of covenant theology and Reformed orthodoxy that fails to consider the substantial
contributions of these two theologians must come up short, finally. An adjudication of the thesis
promoted by Cornelis Graafland is provided in the closing section.

Keywords
theology, Cornelis Graafland, doctrines, William Ames, Johannes Cocceius

Disciplines
Religious Thought, Theology and Philosophy of Religion

This article is available at Digital Collections @ Dordt: https://digitalcollections.dordt.edu/faculty_work/1264

WTJ 63 (2001) 393-420

DECRETAL THEOLOGY
AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF COVENANT THOUGHT:
AN ASSESSMENT OF CORNELIS GRAAFLAND'S THESIS
WITH A PARTICULAR VIEW TO FEDERAL ARCHITECTS
WILLIAM AMES AND JOHANNES COCCEIUS
JAN VAN VLIET

I. Introduction

I

N the final few paragraphs of his impressive three-volume treatise on the ori
gins and development of covenant thought in that movement of the Reformed
tradition known as Protestant or Reformed orthodoxy, Cornelis Graafland pro
vides an excellent summary of the preceding 1,000 pages of his massive study1
Through these pages, the reader is struck by the wide sweep of Graafland's
panoramic vista of the Reformed covenantal tradition, stretching from the Refor
mation period to the mid-eighteenth century Because Graafland judges
Reformed development of covenant doctrine to be essentially concluded by this
time, the degree to which issues in this development remain controversial today
is a function of the relative significance of contentious points of view raised
through this post-Reformation period.2 Within the context of Graafland's
broader historical brush of covenant theology is an attempt to uncover the
source of what he perceives to be the antipathy between the doctrines of pre
destination and covenant and how this polarity is resolved through the history
of theological development.3 Graafland illustrates how some confessional tradi
tions experienced ecclesiastical disruption because of this conflict for example
in the church life of the Nadere Reformatie in the Netherlands—and scholars of
Reformed orthodoxy will immediately recognize this topic as just one aspect of
the larger and much discussed "continuity/discontinuity" debate.
In this essay we first offer some general comments on Graafland's work,
leading up to and including his gloss on the covenant/predestinarian thought of
key representatives of the Puritan tradition. Then comes a brief exposition of
the views of John Calvin and William Ames on the relationship between these
two heads of doctrine, followed by a more detailed examination of the unique
Jan van Vliet is a Ph.D. Candidate in Historical and Theological Studies at Westminster Theological Seminary.
1 Cornelis Graafland, Van Calvijn tot Comrie: Oorsprong en ontwikkeling van de leer van het verbond in het
Gereformeerde Protestantisme (3 vols.; Zoetermeer: Boekencentrum, 1992-96). The summary is found
on pages 393-403 of volume 3 and is entitled "Evaluerende nabeschouwing."
2
3

Ibid., 3:393-94.
Ibid., 1:7-11; 3:393-403.
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covenant theology of Johannes Cocceius. We assess the earlier (1957) ground
breaking work of Charles S. McCoy and the more contemporary (1988, 1997)
scholarly investigation of Willem Jan van Asselt in order to determine whether
these scholars perceive the predestination/covenant dialectic to create theologi
cal polarity in Johannes Cocceius's development of covenant doctrine. How
does Cocceius himself deal with the decree in his development of covenant
doctrine? If any opposition between these two loci is discovered, is there a
particular way in which Cocceius resolves this tension? Following this, William
Ames's unique fusion of decretal and covenantal theology is closely examined,
a simple yet marvelous concurrence of doctrines that aptly denies any legiti
macy to those strong voices advocating doctrinal polarity or single dogma
theory on the basis of doctrinal antipathy Further, William Ames, teacher of
Johannes Cocceius at the theological academy at Franeker, is shown to be the
clear forerunner of his student's much more fanciful doctrine of covenant.
Although the seminal idea of covenant thought had currency prior to the
post-Reformation epoch generally and the Nadere Reformatie period in par
ticular, we have chosen to examine the contributions of William Ames and
Johannes Cocceius because these two individuals, more than any other theolo
gians in the history of the development of Reformed orthodoxy, have been
responsible for the construction of the early architecture of what we now des
ignate the federal theology. Any study of the development of covenant theology
and Reformed orthodoxy that fails to consider the substantial contributions of
these two theologians must come up short, finally. An adjudication of the thesis
promoted by Cornelis Graafland is provided in the closing section.
II. Cornelis Graafland on the History of Covenant Doctrine—
General Observations
From our discussion on John Calvin's treatment of the relationship between
the decree of predestination and the doctrine of covenant, it will become ap
parent that Calvin discovered no discernible opposition, inherent contradiction,
or even tension between these two doctrines. To accept the results of Cornelis
Graafland's study, therefore, is to embark, in a significant way, on the journey to
the "Calvin against the Calvinists" camp. It is to argue that there was a discon
tinuity in the thinking of the Reformed theologians after Calvin and that this
discontinuity represents the central feature of the development of Reformed
orthodoxy. We must be very careful if we wish to characterize the development
of Reformed orthodoxy through the period under consideration as the history of
conflict-management between central doctrines. If we do this carelessly we per
petuate a myth that has been very much in vogue in theological scholarship since
at least the 1970s—that there appears a great disjunction in the views of Calvin
and his successors, beginning, primarily, with Calvin's successor at Geneva, The
odore Beza. To characterize the development of Protestant orthodoxy as one
long attempt to come to terms with the doctrinal polarity of two central articles
of the faith, in which, invariably, the decretal doctrine always gains the upper
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hand, is to perpetuate a historical/theological myth which unfairly represents
the relationship between the teaching of Calvin and that of his successors as
being one of separation, opposition, and even hostility. In addition, to argue
that the resolution of a perceived predestination/covenant dialectical antipathy
represents the theological center of gravity in the two-centuries' long develop
ment of Reformed orthodoxy is to neglect the wealth of theological riches of all
the loci communes. In other words, such a study as Graafland's, despite his exten
sive coverage of the work of many of the key thinkers of this time period,
unfortunately perpetuates the "single dogma theory" of the history of Re
formed doctrine. This single dogma theory or "decretal theology" has become
institutionalized in certain wings of current Reformed scholarship.
Richard A. Muller's exhaustive work has surely debunked the much-popu
larized and very tragic myth that theological development since the time of Beza
has really been the development of decretal theology, a myth which holds that the
formulation of all Reformed orthodoxy has been subservient to the doctrine of
predestination.4 Both of these closely-related regrettable caricatures of the his
tory of Reformed doctrine—the "Calvin-against-the-Calvinists" position and
the single-dogma theory—have best come together in Robert T. Kendall's
much-debated volume Calvin and English Calvinism to 1649, which follows in the
spirit of Basil Hall in arguing that John Calvin's pristine theology has been
debased by Theodore Beza and irretrievably corrupted throughout the further
development of Reformed orthodoxy.5 Unfortunately, Cornells Graafland's
extensive study, by centering the development of Reformed orthodoxy upon this
ill-founded and artificially-constructed decree/covenant controversy, has per
petuated this myth.
Although most would agree that a study such as this must be limited in scope
lest it become unmanageable, it appears to us that the conclusions which
Graafland arrives at have in a sense already been established by the very nature
of the question. He sets out to ascertain the prevalence of doctrinal polarity in
the writing of key sixteenth- and seventeenth-century writers in Reformed
orthodoxy. Proceeding from the presupposition of a perceived antipathy
between the two central doctrines of predestination and covenant obligates him
to characterize the development of covenant thought as one long, sad experi
ence of theological antagonism and collision over the period under examina
tion. Thus, the notion of theological conflict as preconceived has already
1 For a most engaging reading of this "decretal mythology," as he puts it, see his "The Myth of
'Decretal Theology,'" CTJ 30 (1995): 159-67; Christ and the Decree: Christology and Predestination in
Reformed Theology from Calvin to Perkins (Durham, N.C.: Labyrinth Press, 1986); Post-Reformation
Reformed Dogmatics. Volume 1, Prolegomena to Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987); Post-Reformation
Reformed Dogmatics. Volume 2, Holy Scripture: The Cognitive Foundation of Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker,
1993); "Calvin and the 'Calvinists': Assessing Continuities and Discontinuities Between the Refor
mation and Orthodoxy," CTJ 30 (1995): 345-75, and 31 (1996): 125-60.
Robert T. Kendall, Calvin and English Calvinism to 1649 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1979); Basil Hall, "Calvin against the Calvinists," in John Calvin (ed. G. E. Duffield; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1966).
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bound the results of Graafland's investigation and has preempted the possibility
of any other plausible results that an alternative and more disinterested inves
tigative approach might have yielded. Did resolution of doctrinal polarization
truly represent the hallmark of the development of covenant thought from the
Reformation to the mid-eighteenth century? If such doctrinal antipathy existed
at all, was it not merely one (and much less significant) aspect of the evolution of
this key Reformed doctrine? In his own assessment of this polarity, Graafland
seems sensitive to this issue as he directs us to the biblical teaching:
It appears to have been a centuries-long wrestling match to flesh out this relation
[between predestination and covenant]. What must be obvious when seen in the light
of scripture, however, is that God deals covenantally in history as well as with his
people and church and his entire world. This is in the foreground of the entire witness
of scripture and thus must also dominate our thinking, preaching and believing. On
the other hand, it appears that divine predestination is continually present in scrip
ture, but in the background. For it is predestination which, after all, determines begin
ning, duration and completion, but never in such a fashion as to compromise the covenant as a
fully reciprocal covenant between God and humanity.6

In other words, yes, the tension between these two categories is, for Graafland,
very central in the development of covenant thought. And he avers, rightly, that
the teaching of predestination should never come to dominate covenant doc
trine in such a way as to completely stymie its relational efficacy. However, even
if Graafland's conclusions may not compromise this reciprocity of which he
speaks, we are not convinced that Graafland's work, with its misplaced central
thesis, actually frees the principle of the covenant—God's one-sided redeeming
purpose for humanity—from such compromise.
In addition to our foregoing concern that Cornelis Graafland's thesis is a con
trived one, we have some question about the categories Graafland constructs
and that determine the course of his study. These are categories derived from
systematic, not biblical theology. These two approaches to the formulation of
system can hardly be completely separated. Apparent or perceived inconsisten
cies (if not outright antinomies) that Graafland identifies and such as are under
consideration through this study can really only be addressed properly, if not
definitively, with due regard to biblical theology as well. Graafland agrees:
We do not desire, at the termination of our exploration, to come along with our own
views of covenant. In addition to the fact of whether or not we are up to it, a historicaltheological study such as we have conducted would, in any case, not be a sufficient basis
for this. We would then at least have to pay due regard to the biblical-theological com
ponent. That truly requires a new and different kind of research, something we did not
have in view with our study. With this we are not maintaining such work to be unnec
essary or undesirable. That it most certainly is, but that does not mean that we should
direct ourselves thereto in this study.7
6
7

Calvijn tot Comrie, 3:403; my emphasis.
Ibid., 3:393.
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It would appear, then, that although cognizant of the biblical teaching (slight at
best) on the relationship between decree and covenant, Graafland feels com
pelled to sort out this "tension" as it has originated and developed through his
tory.8 For our part, we would have preferred a truly biblical-theological
approach to the subject (which would amount to no less than a biblicalhermeneutical study) within which could then be couched an historicaltheological one, although this would have significantly increased the complexity
of the work. Finally, by study's end, Graafland is not prepared to provide a
simple answer, much less a doctrinal "blueprint," for his own covenant theol
ogy. He does acknowledge, however, that the study he has undertaken has led
him to tragic (triest) results in which the doctrine of predestination has been
placed in a dominant position over that of covenant, something that has been
highly unfavorable to the church in its Reformed development.9 Graafland
shows that with further, some might even say, sophistic, refinements sought in
the external/internal covenant distinctions and in the promise and the
application-of-promise dichotomies, any historical-theological efforts to recon
cile the decree with the covenant have failed. Even with such a covenant theo
logian as Friedrich A. Lampe (1683-1729), Graafland judges that things move in
a much more subjective, internalized direction and the covenant actually loses its
function because "on the one hand the broader contours of the church [of the
"external" covenant] move increasingly more out of focus, and on the other
hand, the experiential faith walk [of the "internal" covenant] no longer requires
the category of covenant which has been replaced by the category of mystical
union with Christ."10
Finally, we find the study somewhat truncated by the source material used,
and this for two reasons: a) reliance on a significant amount of secondary mate
rial; and b) neglect of some key work in the area of covenant in Englishlanguage literature not accessed by Graafland's work. The latter will become
apparent below. Graafland is aware of the sea of literature on the topic, yet he
seems to restrict himself to sources with which he is most familiar. Secondary
literature is chosen on the basis of whether it represents well-established and
generally-accepted interpretation of the thought of primary writers; primary
literature is resorted to only when reputable secondary literature on that par
ticular area of covenant development is lacking.11 While this may not represent
the ideal in scholarly research, it does make manageable a study that covers
such a wide area chronologically and thematically. But even if this manageabil
ity and accessibility is the greatest strength of this work, if has been secured at
high cost.
Ibid., 1:10.
Ibid., 3:402. Graafland mentions that the results of this study are comparable to those of his
similar study on the doctrine of predestination, viz., "tragic" (Calvijn tot Comrie, 3:402; cf. Graafland,
Van Calvijn tot Barth: Oorsprong en ontwikkeling van de leer der verkiezing in het Gereformeerde Protestantisme
['s-Gravenhage: Boekencentrum, 1987], 593-94).
10 Ibid., 3:361.
11 Ibid., 1:7-11; 3:393-94.
8
9
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In the case of the research before us, these sacrifices of necessity require
exclusion of scholarly work that would be helpful through the course of the
investigation and crucial in the development of its conclusions. It is perhaps in
this regard that we are most disappointed. This occurs with Graafland's presen
tation of Puritan covenant thinking in both England and New England. We
find his extensive coverage of William Perkins extremely helpful in the presen
tation of covenant origins in the Puritan tradition; yet it is unrepresentative of
the development of covenant doctrine in this tradition.12 Moreover, much of the
section on Puritan covenant theology is devoted to reactions to the perceived
polarity between the decree of predestination and the doctrine of covenant,
resulting, so Graafland, in controversies arising in the form of antinomianism
and neonomianism at the center of which is Puritan Richard Baxter. Although
Graafland's interpretation of these conflicts, however meritorious, is certainly
moot in and of itself, this particular terminus in Graafland's work seems to sug
gest that further positive development of covenant thought concluded much
earlier with William Perkins.13 Thorough study of the significant work of Wil
liam Ames, whom Graafland classifies with almost all other Puritans as a follower
of Perkins, is conspicuously absent.14 Although it is true that Ames was a student
of William Perkins and was inspired by him, Ames significantly advanced Per
kins's thinking in key areas; Ames was of an independent spirit and, specifically
in the area of covenant theology, made forward strides not considered by Perkins.
Indeed, it would appear that Ames's covenant teaching was determinative of his
entire theology, and that this was not in the least overruled or dominated by the
doctrine of predestination. Additionally, Graafland's presentation of the docu
ments of the Westminster Assembly also seeks to demonstrate that the Standards
are under the domination of predestination; particularly obvious appears to be
the theme of the victory of predestination over covenant theology, in the osten
sibly resigned acknowledgment (by the Westminster Divines) that, finally, the
doctrinal polarity under consideration can only be resolved with faithfulness to
Perkins's teaching that covenant serve predestination.15 Whether inadvertently
or not, such representation of the Divines' position serves to unfairly overshadow
the Confession's generally acknowledged superb teaching on covenant theology.16
12 The Puritans did some necessary nuancing in the teaching of covenant because of their
emphasis on gospel preaching. Being faithful to gospel-offer preaching against the reality of the
doctrine of predestination led to the bifurcation of covenant into an "internal" and "external" one
(Graafland, Calvijn tot Comrie, 3:398).
13 Ibid., 2:111-264.
14 Ibid., 2:135. Ames is seen as a conduit of Perkins's thought into the Netherlands, especially in
his role as one of the early theologians of the Nadere Reformatie. Graafland recognizes the tre
mendous influence of Ames (again, as conduit of William Perkins) upon New England as well.
15 Ibid., 2:211-44; 2:265-309.
16 The Westminster Confession appears to be in a straight line with Beza and Perkins, according to
Graafland. The theme of predestination dominates both theologically and pneumatologically. The
decree is seen as an ontological bridge between God and the creature and, as such, is determinative
of the latter's relationship with God. Covenant, in this scheme, becomes subservient to the theme of
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There are areas, however, where Graafland has done a commendable job. In
particular, we have appreciation for Volume 3. In Part V Graafland covers the
"Reformed humanist" covenant teaching and this segues remarkably into our
particular area of interest—the Nadere Reformatie (Part VI).17 The former sets
the stage for the Synod of Dort and its subsequent and formal (if ultimately
unsuccessful) adjudication in favor of traditional Calvinism and the bitterness
with which the Remonstrants and orthodox scholastics continued the battle
subsequently, especially in the Netherlands.18 In his study of the first represen
tative of Reformed humanism, Dirk Volkertszoon Coornhert (1522-90), Graaf
land goes back all the way to the Christian humanist Erasmus and bridges the
intervening century of history and development to demonstrate, that, in a
sense, the issue of doctrinal polarity has not changed.19
Elaboration of the Remonstrant covenant doctrine, that of Moyse Amyraut
(1596-1664) and the Reformed orthodox, constitutes the final section of Graaf
land's extensive survey. A significant component of Graafland's coverage of the
covenant doctrine of the Reformed orthodox focuses on the ensuing division
between the proponents and opponents of a "two-tier" covenant of grace—the
external and internal covenant. Inability to reconcile the theological confron
tation between the doctrines of predestination and covenant ultimately led some
Nadere Reformatie divines to retreat into pietism and schism. The controversy
continues to this day.20
predestination; it is the medium through which God realizes the double decree. The Westminster
Confession has imported the Bezan emphasis on God's transcendence (ibid., 2:215-18). Graafland
notes that the Larger Catechism is less predestination-oriented, while the emphasis on the decree in the
Shorter Catechism is great (ibid., 2:265-75). The dependence of the Westminster Standards upon the
theology of William Ames is well known but still needs scholarly solidification.
17 Ibid., 3:88-210.
18 Ibid., 3:211-392. Graafland asserts that the humanist-Reformed were motivated by two con
cerns: theological-ecclesiastical reasons (a concern for the church and her individual members whose
personhood and self-respect the humanists considered to be suppressed by predestination doctrine)
and hermeneutical-scriptural reasons (a concern to remain faithful to the Reformation hallmark of
sola scriptura, a hallmark they claimed had been abandoned by the orthodox Reformed who were
charged with the introduction of dominant theological presuppositions into their scriptural exegesis;
ibid., 3:398-99).
19 Ibid., 3:88-97. In fact, the tension was "radicalized"in the post-Dort seventeenth century within
Reformed orthodoxy between the followers of Jean de Labadie (1610-74) and those of Jacobus
Koelman (1632-95), despite the unity between them (ibid., 3:325-36; 4:400-401). Although Koelman's external/internalcovenant emphases were not further developed, his refinements of covenant
doctrine were advanced by Petrus van Mastricht (1630-1706) and in a decidedly more experiential
and pietistic direction by Wilhelmus a Brakel (1635-1711), the latter of whom eschewed the
external/internal division of covenant (ibid., 3:336-51; 3:400-401). Like Erasmus, Coornhert stayed
a son of the Roman Catholic Church (ibid., 3:89).
20 Ibid., 3:211-392; 3:352-92. As a final comment, it needs to be said that Cornelis Graafland's
work suffers minor detraction from the typographical errors which appear in all three volumes—
especially in the English-language citations—and from some obvious electronic word-processing
flaws; neither types of oversight are accounted for in the Erratum of Volume 2.
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III. John Calvin and William Ames on the Perceived Covenant/
Predestination Incongruency
Through his study of Calvin's commentary on Romans (particularly Rom 911), Peter A. Lillback demonstrates how Calvin's understanding of election and
the covenant are complementary.21 Anthony A. Hoekema as well demonstrates
the Calvinian "solution" to this perceived antithesis in Reformed theological
development.22 Despite the salutary work of these scholars, Cornells Graafland
maintains that it was with Calvin that there occurred a shift from Zwingli and
especially from Bullinger's seminal covenant thinking to a system dominated by
the emphasis on predestination.23 Calvin's thought was dominated not only by
Luther (with obvious differences), but also by neo-Platonism (through Calvin's
teacher John Major, the Greek Fathers, and Augustine) and by Aristotle (who
inspired the concept of the unmoved mover in back of Calvin's dynamic, his
torical God).24 To reinforce his demonstration of the philosophical tendencies of
Calvin, Graafland draws attention to the fact that, in H. M. Kuitert's opinion,
Calvin's exegesis owes much to the neo-Platonic thought of Origen.25
These scholars interpret Calvin to "solve" the tension between predestination
and covenant in the following way, a solution whose implications are not ex
plored extensively enough by Graafland. Within the covenant of grace bestowed
upon humanity, the truly elect constitute a subset of the covenant community.
These are the true recipients of "the full divine bestowal of redemption" while
those in covenant but not recipient of these blessings ultimately fall out.26 In the
old administration before Christ, this is how Israel's fall from covenant can be
explained. Not all who are members of the covenant community by election are
the truly chosen subjects of a "more limited degree of election." This "secret
election" pertains only to a portion of the larger, corporate covenant community
whose membership is obtained by "corporate covenant." And this larger cove
nant is not efficacious in spiritual effect. Rather, it is a "middle way" between
election and rejection of humanity.27
Covenant-breaking in the new covenant proceeds by way of hypocrisy or
apostatizing. The falling away of the non-elect within the corporate covenant
community should be taken as a warning to the elect to continue in the spiritual
21 Peter A. Lillback, "The Binding of God: Calvin's Role in the Development of Covenant The
ology" (Ph.D. diss., Westminster Theological Seminary, 1985), 351-87. This work has recently been
published in a volume by the same title (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001).
22 Anthony A. Hoekema, "The Covenant of Grace in Calvin's Teaching," CTJ 2 (1967): 148-55.
2:5 Ibid., 1:81.
21 Ibid., 1:171-85.
25 Ibid., 1:184-85; cf. esp. 184 n. 31.
2(> Lillback, "Binding of God," 386; Hoekema, "Covenant of Grace," 148-49; Eugene M. Osterhaven, "Calvin on the Covenant," in Readings in Calvin's Theology (ed. Donald K. McKim; Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1983), 93-95.
27 John Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian Religion (ed. John T. MacNeill; trans. Ford Lewis
Battles; 2 vols., Library of Christian Classics, nos. 20-21 [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960],
3:21.6-7). My convention in citingfrom Calvin's Institutesis to cite book, chapter, and section; see also
Lillback, "Binding of God," 358-64, and Hoekema, "Covenant of Grace," 149, 150.

PREDESTINATION/COVENANT CONFLICT

401

warfare and not to abandon the faith. This view issues from a proper under
standing of the letter-spirit distinction so key to Calvin's hermeneutic. We must
be careful not to absolutize this distinction; it does not mean synonymy with an
old covenant/new covenant bifurcation. Rather,
the law is fully in accord with the New Covenant in its continual progress in all the
ages of redemption, even until the New Covenant actually "became" new with its rati
fication in Christ's redemptive work. Thus Calvin asserts that the relationship of the
Old and New Covenants is one of lesser to greater in comparison rather than an abso
lute dichotomy... . Calvin's interpretation of a comparison of lesser to greater ex
plains the Old Covenant saints' experience of salvation, how David can delight in the
law and Paul be terrified by it, and how there can be covenant-breaking even in the
New Covenant.28
Thus, election and covenant are neither identical nor in antagonism. Explaining
election and covenant in this fashion allows Calvin to conjoin the need for human
responsibility in the face of God's divine sovereignty, rather than leaving these
two theological principles as antithetical. Only those are saved who "participate"
in the covenant and "ratify it by faith." This stresses human responsibility. But
this faith will reside only in those whom God has selected as targets of divine
choice. Divine sovereignty is the efficient cause of those who believe.29 With
abrogation of human responsibility within the corporate covenant community,
the covenant, which is "potential letter," becomes the letter that kills. Conversely,
for those who appropriate covenant promises through the exercise of faith and
obedience, the covenant becomes the spirit that quickens, for it is "ratified from
God's perspective by secret election."3° For Graafland, however, the emphasis
falls on the fact that the deciding factor of the covenant is locked up in the eternal
divine decree of election and reprobation.31
William Ames addresses predestination in the chapter following his discus
sion of the application of Christ's saving work through the covenant and before
the section describing the nature of the Christian's (existential) pilgrimage (the
ordo salutis). 32 Thus, predestination is, for Ames, the "transitional theme be
tween the objective saving action of God and its subjective appropriation in the
life of the believer."33 Ames's understanding of the implications of predestina
tion appears to have been developed in controversy with the Arminians.
"" Lillback, "Binding of God," 373-74, 375-76.
"'' Hoekema, "Covenant of Grace," 151.
m Lillback, "Binding of God," 377-79.
11 Caluijn tot Comrie, 3.95
.,, William Ames, The Marrow ef Theology : William Ames (1576-1633) (trans. John D. Eusden;
Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997). Book I, chapter 24 is on the doctrine of covenant (the covenants of
redemption, works, and grace), chapter 25 is on predestination, and chapter 26 addresses calling.
'I'< John von Rohr, The Covenant ef Grace in Puritan Thought (American Academy of Religion Studies
in Religion 45; ed. Charley Hardwick and James 0. Duke; Atlanta: Scholars Press, I 986), I 15.
Almost twenty years before von Rohr's observation, Eusden had stated that "William Perkins, in the
Golden Chain: Or the Description ef Theology, following Beza, had discussed predestination under the
general heading of the work of God. Ames did not follow his teacher, but considered predestination
as a transitional theme between the work of Christ and the description of the Christian life"
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Here the question addressed was not so much the perceived incongruity of covenantal choosing with predestination and the need to reconcile the two, but
rather covenantal responsibility within a predestinarian system, in the context of
assurance of faith and perseverance. Although the elect can sin and fall, their
predestined state will ensure that they do not fall away at last. Ames's concern
was that overemphasis on election could be turned into license to sin. To ensure
one's elect state, therefore, one's spiritual posture should be inwardly-focused, a
posture of self-examination to determine whether one truly loves God and
neighbor. For Ames, predestination carries with it requirements for covenantal
living. This concern with human responsibility flows more from the desire for
external and scriptural evidences of one's elect state than from a concern over
who is or who is not in the covenant, although clearly the issues are very closely
related. In his commentary on 1 Peter, Ames is truly Calvinian as he under
scores the reassuring character of predestination: "The beginning and fountain
of all our happiness and consolation consists in this, that we are the elect of
God."34 And this election and perseverance themselves are a part of God's cove
nanting, for Ames taught, with Galvin, that the covenant was the vehicle that
made the divine decree efficacious. One is not subject to the other.35 Notably
absent from Ames's thought, however, is the Calvinian concept of a group of
"special elect" within the broader fellowship of the "general elect" (or the cor
porate covenant community) to explain the "falling away" and the "cutting
off" from the covenant of grace in both of its administrations.
An obvious difference can be observed between the teaching of William
Ames and those voices within the Puritan tradition surveyed and presented by
Graafland which saw the covenant as conditional upon obedience. For Ames,
the covenant was always strictly one-sided and unconditional, a divine act of
free, sovereign grace. Graafland seems to concur with Perry Miller who argues
that the Puritans required a reciprocal covenant to reconcile covenant with pre
destination.36 It is George M. Marsden's judgment that Miller is modifying
Puritanism by injecting into Puritan thought his own bias which is decidedly
not anchored in Scripture, doctrine, the person and work of Christ, and Cal
vinism.37 This has caused him to misrepresent the covenant of grace as "a
juridical relationship slyly substituted for the divine decree."38 Marsden then
continues that, in fact, the Puritan conception of covenant was very much like
("Introduction," Marrow, 27). My convention in quoting William Ames in his Marrow (both the Eusden translation and that of 1642) is to cite book, chapter, and section.
34 Ames, Analytical Exposition of Peter, 3; quoted in von Rohr, Covenant of Grace, 123.
35 Or, to put it differently, one could make the (entirely hypothetical) case that without decree
there would be no covenant. Both are God's chosen vehicles for the accomplishment of his pur
poses in redemption. Obviously, outside of some purpose the assertion of this hypothesis might
serve for theoretical speculation, it is really of no practical usefulness. Yet the covenant/
predestination argument, it seems to me, often ascends into this speculative zone.
3(5 Perry Miller, The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1953), 365-97.
37 George M. Marsden, "Perry Miller's Rehabilitation of the Puritans: A Critique," CH 39
(1970): 91-105.
38 "Rehabilitation," 99.
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that of their theological ancestor, Calvin; indeed, Ames quotes Calvin on the
unity, continuity, and administration of the covenant of grace.39 But this is often
overlooked in Calvinian and Puritan scholarship because "Miller has created a
myth that has been so elegantly presented and widely repeated that it will be
difficult to destroy."40 Unfortunately, Cornells Graafland's work does not go
any distance in this much-needed destruction.

IV The Covenant Theology of Johannes Cocceius41
1. Charles S. McCoy
Cornells Graafland begins his survey on the orthodox Reformed covenant
doctrine with representative Johannes Cocceius (1603-1669).42 If we are seeking
a more biblical-theological perspective of covenant theology, Charles S. McCoy
claims to have found it in Cocceius,43 whom he affirms as the "Father of biblical
theology " 44 In his clearly Barthian approach to the method and federal theology
of Cocceius, McCoy presents him as "a theologian of the Bible, as a federalist
and as an anti-scholastic" whose significance "resides in the biblical and federal
nature of his theology." His entire theological program, argues McCoy, was in
opposition to the scholasticism of the Netherlands, where "Maccovius, Maresius
and Voetius are the most celebrated scholastic theologians" who taught the scho
lastic tenet that "knowledge . . . precedes and leads to faith." It appears that
McCoy would have Cocceius flee to the refuge of covenant thought just to escape
from this arid, impersonal scholasticism and its proponents who deduced entire
theological systems from the "eternal decree of predestination," the latter of
which was seen to weaken or destroy the significance of history and salvation
operating through historical events and to render meaningless the interaction
between God and humanity described in Scripture.45
It is for this reason that McCoy finds it necessary to bring in Karl Barth to
provide interpretation to Cocceius's anti-scholastic struggle. By his covenant
doctrine, McCoy argues, Cocceius teaches his view of salvation as the "divinehuman encounter," the study of which should be the centerpiece of all theo
logical endeavor. This means theology is about the "dialogue of redemption" in
which the covenant is prominent in teaching "the divine initiative, . . . the
49 As Jens J. Moller observed in a footnote on p. 49 of "The Beginnings of Puritan Covenant
Theology," JEH 14 (1963): 46-67, cited by Marsden, "Rehabilitation," 102.
40 "Rehabilitation," 105.
11 I am using a Dutch translation of Johannes Cocceius's original Latin work, viz., De Leere van
het Verbond en Testament Gods (Amsterdam: Johannes van Someren, 1689).
12 Graafland, Calvijn tot Comrie, 3:279.
14 Charles S. McCoy, "Johannes Cocceius: Federal Theologian," SJT16 (1963): 352-70, 355.
11 Charles S. McCoy, "The Covenant Theology of Johannes Cocceius" (Ph.D. diss, Yale Uni
versity, 1956), 134.
1' McCoy, "Cocceius: Federal Theologian," 365, 367; McCoy, "Cocceius's Theology," 360-66.
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response of man,. . . ethics,. . . and history,"46 where "the pattern of the cove
nants in the history of salvation, . . . suggests the initiative and response of a
conversation."47 This is in keeping with Gocceius's emphasis on the practical
nature of theology, an emphasis McCoy finds repeatedly in Karl Barth. Indeed,
McCoy finds Cocceius to be an existentialist along the lines of Kierkegaard, a
Schleiermacher before Schleiermacher, the Karl Barth of the seventeenth cen
tury.48
There is a way in which Charles McCoy has takenJohannes Cocceius's seven
teenth-century concerns, given them a strong Barthian flavor, placed a twentieth
century interpretation on them and presented them in hostile opposition to an
arid scholasticism that does not appear to do justice to the man, his thought, or
his time.49 Could McCoy be interpreting this great federal theologian through a
neo-orthodox prism and then drawing a direct line from Johannes Cocceius to
Friedrich D. E. Schleiermacher (1768-1834), father of Protestant liberalism and
liberal indulger in existentialist philosophy, and through to Karl Barth? McCoy
presents Cocceius's primary motivation to be anti-scholastic and advises con
temporary scholars in historical theology that the exegete "must not read into a
passage the demands of a preconceived system."50 But we aver that this is pre
cisely what McCoy has done in his revisionist interpretation of Cocceius: he has
read into Cocceius the demands of late-nineteenth-century liberalism and has
interpreted him to meet the spiritual and theological exigencies of mid-twentieth
century neo-orthodoxy. When Cocceius held that theology is practical, we are
convinced that he picked up the concern, in general terms, from William Ames,
that theology is all about right covenantal living.51 And while McCoy confirms
Gottlob Schrenk's judgment that, for Ames, the idea of covenant was "not the
McCoy, "Cocceius's Theology," 276-319.
Ibid., 276.
48 McCoy, "Cocceius: Federal Theologian," 359; McCoy, "Cocceius's Theology," 356.
19 McCoy characterizes the scholasticism and its theologians such as Voetius as being preoccu
pied with a single dogma theory (predestination) from which their preconceived systems were
deduced. It majored in "prepositional orthodoxy," derived "more from logic than from scripture,"
was of "inflexible character," and reflected the "absorption of peripatetic thought" of Aristotle
into western Christianity. The resulting synthesis was the medieval scholasticism which the Dutch
scholastics held and which Cocceius opposed (McCoy, "Cocceius: Federal Theologian," 356, 357,
364). Richard Muller's presentation of scholastic orthodoxy as method distinct from content is
probably historically more accurate and intellectually more candid (Richard A. Muller, Dictionary of
Latin and Greek Theological Terms [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985], 8). By this definition, McCoy's propo
sition is severely weakened.
)0 McCoy, "Cocceius: Federal Theologian," 356.
'1 Ibid., 359. McCoy misstates William Ames's definition of theology when he says that "Ames
also defines theology as 'the doctrine of the living God,' which bears some resemblance to the Cocceian understanding" (McCoy, "Cocceius's Theology," 70). In fact, quite the contrary is true. Ames
held that "Theology is the doctrine or teaching [doctrina] of living to God" {Marrow, 1.1.1).
Although McCoy could have mistranslated the Latin of the original 1630 edition, this does not
exonerate him from misrepresenting so significant a detail, for the first English edition (accurately
translated at this crucial point) was already in print in 1642; cf., William Ames, A Marrow of Sacred
Divinity (London: Edward Griffin, 1642), 1.1.1. Throughout this essay I will comment on Cocceius's
understanding of theology as "practical" which must be distinguished from Ames's emphasis.
1(>
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controlling principle,"52 we present, as contrary evidence, Ames's own Marrow
where it is clear that Ames's system is structured in an architectonic fashion
around the doctrine of federal theology.53 As misleading as Perry Miller may
have been in his many superficial and inaccurate characterizations of the Puri
tans and their spirit and theology, he was correct when he saw in William Ames
the "chief architect of the federal theology."54
Charles McCoy provides an interesting rendering of the theological contro
versy between the "moderate Calvinists" headed by Cocceius from Leiden and
the "rigid Calvinists" whose leader was Gisbertus Voetius (1588-1676) from
Utrecht.55 The controversy was over the economies of the covenant, the Sab
bath, and the forgiveness of sins, and on all these issues, says McCoy, the mod
erates won, due to the "strength of the moderate position as developed by
Cocceius." McCoy finds that Cocceius came to Franeker already steeped in fed
eral thought by "absorbing" it at home (in Bremen) from his teachers Matthias
Martinius (or Martini, 1572-1630) and Ludwig Crocius (1586-1655). His fed
eralism was based on Scripture (not creeds), exegesis (not scholastic deduction),
biblical hermeneutics (not approbation of philosophical a prioris), and a phi
losophy of history (the determination, in covenant, of salvation history). Presendy
we shall see that Cocceius excelled in the latter and we wonder whether McCoy
finds the doctrine of the abrogations of this "foremost representative of the
federal school" scripturally based. Cocceius is "a systematizer in the dogmatic
tradition" and McCoy finds this to be the least attractive aspect of Cocceius's
theology. But his departure from "scholastic method led him to utilize the Bib
lical analogy of covenant to describe the nature of God's purposes, the pattern
;>2 McCoy, "Cocceius's Theology," 70, citing Gottlob Schrenk, Gottesreich undBundim alteren Protestantismus, vornehmlich bei Johannes Coccejus (Giitersloh: C. Bertelsmann, 1923), 3.1 find this thought on
p. 74 of the reprint edition (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1967).
53 Covenant teaching is explicit in chapters 10 (covenant of works), 24 (covenant of redemption
and the covenants of works and of grace compared by nine different criteria), 32 (covenant and
church), 38 (the covenant of grace before Christ), 39 (the covenant of grace from Christ to the end
of the world), and 41 (the covenant of grace at the end of the world). Marrow is replete with additional
references to covenant, especially in the teaching on the sacraments. Ames's casuistry also has a
covenantal theme. In fact,John Eusden comments that "the covenant of works is treated at greater
length in the Conscience where it is connected with the discussion of law" (Eusden, Ames, 52). I have
studied this section at length and even with the benefit of a personal conversation I am not sure I
understand Eusden's argument, other than to affirm that Ames's commitment to the Decalogue as
the structuring framework for his casuistry itself represents his commitment to the covenant of works
(Ames, Conscience, books 4 and 5). The copy of Conscience I am using for purposes of this paper is part
of a larger volume comprising three of Ames's works: his Marrow of Theology, Commentary on I and II
Peter, and Cases of Conscience, entitled Divinity, I & II Peter, Conscience (front pages missing, n.p., n.d.,
[1642b]). Charles McCoy is disappointingly inaccurate here. He makes a significant and inaccurate
judgment of Ames on the basis of what appears to be his reading of the secondary literature only.
I don't know what Schrenk's reasons are for his assertion, but it is curious that, as John Eusden points
out, Reuter and Wilhelm Goeters ignore Ames's use of covenant as well in Die Vorbereitung des Pietismus
(Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs'sche Buchhandlung, 1911); see Eusden, Ames, 51, n.l 11.
54 Miller, New England Mind, 54.
55 McCoy, "Cocceius's Theology," 30-40.
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of redemption, and the relation between God and man." Finally, "the product
still smacks of dogmatism amid a certain wooden Biblicism, yet it represents a
decided improvement over the tendencies of Reformed scholasticism."56
The keynote of Johannes Cocceius's federal theology is in his teaching of the
successive phases of the covenant, seen as a gradual retreat from the require
ments of the covenant of works (as it is systematically abrogated) with the
gradually increasing participation in the covenant of grace.57 First, the cove
nant of grace is entered through faith in Jesus Christ. "Yet man, still under the
consideration of the covenant of works, still faces the strife and suffering of his
bondage until the final destruction of his ties with the first covenant is accom
plished through the death of his body and the resurrection of Christ."58 This
notion of covenant as process, avers McCoy, is uniquely Cocceian and demon
strates that God's saving work is more than decretal and is an "alternative way"
(from the covenant of works) of offering eternal life.59 If "not always simply
biblical, as we would view it," and "against the tendencies in Reformed scho
lasticism, Cocceius held that the significance of the saving work of God rests
not only in the eternal decree but also in God's action in history. The plan laid
down in eternity involved meaningful process and real activity of God in his
tory in order to accomplish the work of redemption."60
Having commented on Charles McCoy's analysis of the covenant theology of
Johannes Cocceius, we wish to underscore that: 1) McCoy's commitment to Karl
Barth has prejudiced his reading of Cocceius significantly; 2) McCoy's view of
an arid and static scholasticism is not true to the seventeenth-century intellectual,
theological, and philosophical climate, rightly understood; 3) McCoy's dismissal
of William Ames as insignificant in the development of federalism disappoint
ingly continues a tradition dating back into the last century; and 4) McCoy's
reading of Cocceius's emphasis on the volition and on the practical nature of
theology is an emphasis coming from William Ames as well, representing the
Amesian commitment to covenant life and obedience which places responsibility
upon humanity to respond to God's gracious act of redemption in covenant.61
56 Ibid., 39, 83, 116-56, 158-94. With Perry Miller, I would consider William Ames as the "fore
most representative of the federal school."
57 The Dutch translation of Cocceius's work translates abrogation variously as vernietiging, veroudering and qfschqffing;see Cocceius, Verbond, 43, 54, 167, 328 and 370; Cocceius scripturally anchors his
doctrine of abrogations in Heb 8:13 (ibid., 43). This doctrine of abrogations is discussed in more
detail further in this study.
McCoy, "Cocceius's Theology," 235.
59 Ibid., 195-234.
60 Ibid., 233, 235.
61 Charles McCoy is right in emphasizing the practical stress in Johannes Cocceius. But schol
ars must account for other tendencies in Cocceius such as his philosophical disposition (and rela
tionship with the Cartesians) and his anti-precisionist position. 1) With respect to the former, the
record is mixed. For example, in his opening statement on theology, Cocceius says that "theology is
knowledge and speech;. . . speech about God, from God, in the presence of God, to his own glory"
(in Summa theologiae ex scripturis repetita, 1.1; cited by McCoy in "Cocceius: Federal Theologian," 357).
It is not before he has grounded all theology in that knowledge provided by the source of theology—
revelation—that Cocceius is prepared to unpack the covenantal underpinnings of his concern that
theology be practical. Could this concern be motivated by, and a deliberate attempt to stem, the

PREDESTINATION/COVENANT CONFLICT

407

Finally, to push Cocceius anachronistically into the area of liberal Protestantism
and neo-orthodoxy is to engage in historical imprecision and to go well beyond
the pale of historiographical ingenuousness and scholarly respectability.62 Yet
despite McCoy's particular take on the covenant theology of Johannes Cocceius,
he has not identified any explicit doctrinal incongruity between the decree of
predestination and the doctrine of covenant in Cocceius's thought. For Coc
ceius, according to McCoy, God's redemptive work rests equally upon his decre
tal will and his condescension to humanity in covenant.
2. Willem Jan van Asselt

A much more incisive investigation into Johannes Cocceius's understanding
and advancement of covenant thought is conducted by Dutch scholar Willem
Jan van Asselt.63 Van Asselt argues that one accurately understands Cocceius
and his theological legacy only if one studies the man Cocceius holistically. This
means a comprehensive sweep of both his life and his contributions in his writ
ings. Historically, asserts van Asselt, scholars have approached Cocceian studies
atomistically, probing his work, but ignoring his life. A multiplicity of views
contemporary focus on reason and philosophy of the Cartesian schools of the day? Was Cocceius
usurping Descartes's dominance of the intellectual landscape? Theo Verbeek, however, argues that
in opposition to the theology of the (staunchly anti-Cartesian and philosophically-oriented) "Voetian Orthodox," "Coccejanism proved to be Cartesianism's natural ally" (Descartes and the Dutch:
Early Reactions to Cartesian Philosophy, 1637-1650 [Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1992], 87).
2) Secondly, Cocceius's unique covenant theology illustrates his opposition to the precisionist
views of Gisbertus Voetius. Because both Cocceius and Voetius must be designated covenant theo
logians, their respective conceptions of covenant must have differed to account for such different
ideas of what theology meant by "practical." Nadere Reformatie divine (and, according to McCoy,
"Voetian") Wilhelmus a Brakel (1635-1711), coming a generation after Johannes Cocceius, makes
the concepts "covenant of grace" and "faith and conduct" practically synonymous (Wilhelmus a
Brakel, The Christian's Reasonable Service (ed. Joel R. Beeke; trans. Bartel Elshout; 4 vols. [Morgan,
Pa.: Soli Deo Gloria Publications, 1992-1995], 1:34). Further in this essay I comment more on the
difference in emphasis between Cocceius and Voetius.
62 I find it very interesting that Karl Reuter saw Schleiermacher as dependent on, and further
developing, William Ames's "theology of experience" (ed. Karl Reuter and Douglas Horton,
trans.; William Ames: The Leading Theologian in the Awakening of Reformed Pietism [Neukirchen: Neukirchener Verlag des Erziehungsvereins, 1940]) in William Ames by Matthew Nethenus, Hugo Visscher and
Karl Reuter (trans. Douglas Horton; Cambridge: Harvard Divinity School, 1965), 275-77. In spite of
my generally negative assessment of the work of Charles McCoy, and despite the untold number of
typographical errors in both the body and the scholarly apparatus of this dissertation, I have great
appreciation for this (earlier) seminal work on a key seventeenth-century figure, especially Coc
ceius's unique teaching of covenant abrogation.
63 Willem Jan van Asselt, Johannes Coccejus: Portret van een zeventiende-eeuws theoloog op oude en nieuwe
wegen (Heerenveen: J. J. Groen en Zoon, 1997). This luminous volume represents the state of the art
in Cocceian scholarship and is a much-expanded version of van Asselt's doctoral dissertation:
"Amicitia Dei: Een Onderzoek Naar de Structuur van de Theologie van Johannes Coccejus (1603—
1669)" (Ph.D. diss., State University of Utrecht, 1988). The dissertation develops technical detail
that is only summarized in Coccejus. Van Asselt's Coccejus has very recently appeared in English
translation as The Federal Theology of Johannes Coccius (1603-1669) (trans. Raymond A. Blacketer;
Studies in the History of Christian Thought 100; Leiden: Brill, 2001). For purposes of this essay, I
provide my own translation.
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regarding both his thought and its significance for the history of theology has
resulted, and, consequently, Cocceian scholarship has clustered at opposite
ends of the spectrum of what we could designate, the "Cocceian hermeneutic," each pole representing particular views around which schools of interpreta
tion seem to cluster. To avoid such polarity and to present Cocceius holistically,
van Asselt has expanded on the earlier, rather technical, work in his doctoral
dissertation by providing an in-depth biographical gloss of Cocceius's life orga
nized by the three locales in which Cocceius lived—Bremen (1603-36),
Franeker (1636-50), and Leiden (1650-69). This information van Asselt has
gleaned from Cocceius's personal correspondence. Each of these periods repre
sents an "important phase" in Cocceius's life, asserts van Asselt, because the
cultural, theological, and ecclesiastical life in each city represented the hallmark
of the theological climate of the day.
The second part of this volume in which van Asselt represents his interpre
tation of the key streams of Cocceius's theology is significantly advanced from
the position taken in his dissertation; he has remained true to his original
"pneumatological interpretation" of Cocceius's theology but he has expanded
his representation of Cocceius's thinking to account for Cocceius's particular
understanding of "the practice of godliness." This understanding, argues van
Asselt, differs from the "precisionist" view of Cocceius's contemporary, Voetius, by focusing on three elements: first, emphasis on temporal existence (leven
in de tijd), characterized by God's "friendship" or fellowship with the believer
(<amicitia Dei, struck in covenant) which, second, provides ground for optimistic
expectations of God's future activity. Third, Cocceius argued for tolerance and
pluriformity with respect to the Protestant churches. Although he was firmly
established in the Reformed tradition as exemplified by Dort and as expressed
in its theological and ecclesiastical trail, argues van Asselt, he was also a "pro
gressive" thinker who sought a new interpretation and a new and better place
for classical Reformed theology in addressing the fault line that was developing
not only along the social, political, and cultural landscape but also in theologi
cal thought. This pluriformity in ethos characterized thesecond half of the seven
teenth century, a transition period between the "old ways" and the "new" of
the Enlightenment. Van Asselt argues that Cocceius sought to bridge the old
traditions and the newly-forming ones, marking himself as a "theologian on old
and new paths." Cocceius's self-understanding was always as a theologian in
the tradition of Reformed orthodoxy.64
At the heart of van Asselt's work is an attempt to come to grips with the
unique structure of Cocceius's theology by elucidating the nature of the
dynamic that Cocceius establishes in the relationship between the covenant of
works and the covenant of grace. This relationship is seen to be chronological
(historical or "horizontal") or existential (logical or "vertical"). How are time
and eternity connected? What is the interplay between the movement of his
tory and the experience of humanity's existence? Van Asselt seeks the answer to
64

Coccejus, 1, 2, 5-92; 103-4; 259; 261-62.
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these questions which he is certain will help him determine the homogeneity
and consistency of Gocceius's entire theological program.65
In a brief introductory summary van Asselt surveys the existing literature on
Cocceius's theology and discovers that interpreters tend to gravitate either
towards what he designates an "evolution" model or a "synthetic" model. The
former emphasizes the historical movement through time of redemptive his
tory the progress of covenant—the horizontal aspect of covenant. The latter, on
the other hand, tends to stress the act of redemption along the lines of the ordo
salutis, the "ordered salvation character" of Cocceius's understanding of salva
tion within the covenantal framework—the vertical movement. This view places
emphasis on the intercourse within the covenant and by combining time and
eternity in Jesus Christ it de-emphasizes the idea of the historical progression of
redemptive history.66
An early chapter functions as a prolegomena, of sorts, to Cocceius's theologi
cal teaching. Here are introduced the concepts of federal theology, the
theological/philosophical legacy in Cocceian historiography, and the assertion
of the thesis van Asselt sets out to explore. Having established these broader
parameters, van Asselt proceeds to provide a gloss of the Cocceius corpus from
which are extracted Cocceius's key theological propositions with respect to the
loci communes. The bulk of Cocceius's teaching, asserts van Asselt, can be found in
Cocceius's two main works: his Summa Doctrinae de Foedere et Testamento Dei (1648)
and the Summa Theologiae (1662). Introduced here are the key themes in Coc
ceius's covenant thinking, brief summaries which receive full fleshing out some
what later in the volume, but not before they are introduced by chapters on
Cocceius's interaction with philosophy and his doctrine of Scripture. This helps
establish Cocceius's hermeneutic. The subsequent three chapters address God
in relation to history and explore in detail Cocceius's covenant teaching, the
heart of van Asselt's study. He introduces the reader to Cocceius's exposition of
the three covenants: the covenant of redemption, the covenant of works and its
abrogation, and the covenant of grace. Finally, the volume is closed with chapters
on Cocceius's eschatology, a pneumatological interpretation of Cocceius's cove
nant teaching, and the legacy of Johannes Cocceius for historians today. Each
chapter concludes with a brief evaluation and assessment of its key points.67
In his penetrating investigation into the dynamic interrelationship between
the covenant of works and the covenant of grace, van Asselt finds, in the first
instance, that the evolution model overemphasizes the horizontal and does not
give the "eternity moment" its just due. Redemption is shown to progress by
leaving behind the covenant of works and appropriating, by historical grada
tions, the covenant of grace (only fully realized at glory). Particularly, Cocceius's
doctrines of the trinity, of decrees, and of predestination are not adequately
represented in this model, argues van Asselt. In other words, in this strictly
65
66
67

Ibid., 273; "Amicitia Dei," 7-10, 243.
Coccgus, 103-13; 'Amicitia Dei," 7-9, 130-36, 243.
Coccejus, 95-113; 115-42; 143-86; 187-227; 229-79.
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chronological representation of salvation, van Asselt judges that predestination
and the ordo salutis, as such, are transposed into strictly salvation-historical cate
gories. The horizontal moment is "overexposed;" the vertical moment is
"underexposed." This results in a particular view of Cocceius not true to his
genuine thought and contributions: he is considered an "original philosopher of
history" whose theologizing is inspired by the Enlightenment, rationalism, and
idealism. This view, says van Asselt, is held most radically by A. E Stolzenburg
but also represents the position of Ludwig Diestel, Grete Moller, Jiirgen Moltmann, Karl Barth, and to a lesser degree Eberhard Busch and Gottlob Schrenk.
These scholars wish to classify Cocceius as a forerunner of the Enlightenment,
but van Asselt concludes that Cocceius cannot be so claimed as a Protestant
philosopher of history.68
On the other hand, the synthetic model has the opposite deficiency: all the
emphasis is on the vertical moment, on the doctrines of predestination and the
way of salvation. This emphasis results from utilizing, as interpretative grid, the
concept of the eternal salvation plan imposed by a decretal trinity. Scholars
holding to this view argue for this position from the high christological content
that they perceive Cocceius to have given to the notions of predestination, the
council of peace, and the covenant of grace. The limited value of this model
lies in its attenuated stress on the redemptive acts of God through real history.
This interpretation presupposes unity of the predestination decree (decretum
praedestinationis—verkiezingsbesluit or verkiezingsdecreet) and the salvation decree(testamentum—heilsbesluit or heilsdecreet)^ and draws a very close connection between
Christology and predestination. The decree of predestination precedes the sal
vation decree in this model: i.e., the Father chooses his own and gives them to
the Son.69 Is such christological interpretation of the covenant of works and its
Ibid., 104-8, 111, 248; "Amicitia Dei," 130-31.
Van Asselt's detailed examination of Cocceius's teaching in these areas and the distinctions
and nuances of each (e.g. with respect to his decretal teaching: decretum praedestinationis,testamentum, and
pactum salutis; and with respect to his covenant doctrine: foedus, lex, and oeconomia and abrogatio) are very
luminous (van Asselt, "Amicitia Dei," 85-97). It is asked: Which factor dominates, a bilateral,
bi-covenant doctrine or a singular, unilateral decree? Most important is the decree, which embraces
and is exercised over all of reality, comprising all aspects of God's rule; he is the potentia Dei, and the
decree is with respect to the creature as such (ibid., 84-91). Only then comes the doctrine of (double)
predestination, a subset of the divine decree which embraces the decision to elect or to abandon.The
reprobate were objects of the decree but not of the testament; this was reserved for the elect and
underscored the immutability of God's eternal will for their salvation. "The rejected were certainly
the object of the decree, but not of the testament which was based on an eternal agreement between
the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit (pactum salutis)" (ibid., 245,91-97). The elect are chosen in and
through Christ, not because of Christ; Cocceius is careful to ground election in the eternal good pleasure
of God. And, finally, comes the testament which presumes the eternal pact between the Father and
Son as legal ground.The pact is directed to the situation of the pact's negotiation (between Father, Son,
and Spirit) while the testament is directed to the result of the pact's negotiation, played out in time
(ibid., 91-97, 95). The relationship that Cocceius strikes between decree and covenant van Asselt
represents as follows: "the Testament describes God's eternal will in salvation-economy terms, and
as the result of inter-trinitarian negotiations, is actualized in time. The eternal pact between the
68
69
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abrogations as a function of God's gracious act a correct interpretation, asks
van Asselt? The two-sided nature of Cocceius's theology is not given its due
emphasis. In other words, the synthetic model suffers from overexposure of the
intercourse within the ordo salutis (the existential is unduly stressed) and from
underexposure of the forward movement of redemptive history (the purely his
torical is unduly ignored). This understanding of Cocceius's thought has the
tendency to transpose the redemptive-historical moment of Cocceius's theol
ogy into ordo salutis and predestination categories. By this interpretation, Cocceius is seen as a forerunner of German pietism, of which Karl Barth is a
worthy successor. This, maintains van Asselt, is the position of Charles McCoy
and Heiner Faulenbach.70
With emphasis upon the involvement and activity of the Holy Spirit in a com
bined evolution-synthetic model, Willem Jan van Asselt "reconstructs" Coc
ceius's teachingand overcomes the deficiencies of the preceding two models with
his concept of the "friendship" or "fellowship of God" ("amicitia dei"), a descrip
tion of the covenantal interaction between God and humanity.71 The solution
that van Asselt comes up with as most representative of Cocceius's theology
combines characteristics of both the evolution and the synthetic models, a solu
tion that better represents a pneumatological dimension not adequately repre
sented by each model standing independently. For it is the work of the Holy Spirit
through the course of redemptive history that serves to integrate both the hori
zontal, progressive nature of the evolution model and the vertical, ordo salutis
nature of the synthetic model. It is this pneumatological component, avers van
Asselt, that brings together all aspects of Cocceius's theology.
The Holy Spirit wrote the ways of God's covenant in time, and in doing so, sanctified
time. The Holy Spirit followed a path, from the general work in creation and mainte
nance, through salvation history to the revelation of Christ in the history of the King
dom. . . . Gocceius maintained the Holy Spirit to be the most important continuity
factor [which] explained the doubleness and plurality of his theology. He believed
that there was no single fulcrum from which the rest derived. God's deeds did not ter
minate one act, and therefore the relation of God to history could not be formulated
in any single way.
The relation between history and existence [the horizontal and vertical moments in
the evolution and synthetic models, respectively] was expressed in his theology
through the idea of friendship with God. Salvation history was taken up into the real
ity of the living voice of God which spoke through the Holy Spirit to the hearts of
Father and the Son describes the immanent-trinitarian aspect of God's eternal will, which constitutes
the legal ground for the economy of salvation, described in testament and realized by way of the
covenant of grace" (ibid., 96-97).
70 Coccejus, 108-10, 248-49;'Amicitia Dei," 131-32.
71 Coccgus, 110-11,249-59; "Amicitia Dei," 132-36,246-47. A detailed exposition of this solution
is found in these pages and need not be repeated here. I present only, and most importantly, van
Asselt's conclusions. Van Asselt argues that, on the basis of his pneumatological and interactive
covenant conception of Cocceius, the latter should be more precisely considered a "theologian of
fellowship" (Coccejus, 248).
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those under covenant. The friendship of God was, for Cocceius, the concrete mani
festation of his pneumatology, the interaction between God and man within the cove
nant in its double manifestation, which he saw as the high points in his salvation
historical conception.72

This brings us to what van Asselt considers to be the very center of Cocceius's
covenant thought. According to van Asselt, Cocceius's doctrine of abrogations
is the "hermeneutical key" through which Cocceius's entire theological enter
prise is accessed. The system of coordination Cocceius uses in his pneumatology
should be of great interest to all scholars of federal theology. Cocceius uses a
unique doctrine of abrogations to mark the believer's path, the covenant child's
progress, from initial existence to consummated glory.73 In movement from the
covenant of works to the covenant of grace both by way of salvation history
(horizontal) and salvation order (vertical), the covenant of works is slowly abro
gated by distinct historical and existential moments. Cocceius identifies five suc
cessive moments in this advance, each of which represents further abrogation of
the covenant of works until, in the eschaton, the covenant of works has fully
disappeared (fully abrogated) while the covenant of grace has been fully appro
priated. These five grades are: 1) with the fall when the covenant of works is
rendered ineffectual; 2) with the establishment of the covenant of grace in which
friendship and communion are offered humanity not by works but by faith in a
promised Savior; 3) with the incarnation of Jesus Christ; 4) with the death of the
body and the final victory over sin; and 5) with completed sanctification, in the
eschaton.74 The question is raised again: Are these abrogations historical occur
rences along a chronological timeline (horizontal dimension) or are they exis
tential occurrences representing progression in the subjective experience of faith
in the believer (vertical dimension)? Recall that in his pneumatological approach
to Cocceius's theology, van Asselt combined the historical/chronological and the
existential/logical to come up with his solution that Cocceius conjoins time and
eternity pneumatologically. This answer explains the very essence of the doc
trine of abrogations: it is a combination of the two models.
With each new abrogation the sphere of influence of the covenant of works on his
tory and on the existence of man is diminished and the sphere of influence of salva
tion and of the covenant of grace is increased. . . . The historical and the existential
moments are combined. . . . Each period in salvation history is coordinated with a
corresponding state or condition of the believers.75
"Amicitia Dei," 246-47. Yet, despite this emphasis on the pneumatological dimension as being
truly representative of the varied (and, for some, contradictory) components of Cocceius's theology,
van Asselt is unprepared to designate him as a "theologian of the Holy Spirit" {Coccejus, 111).
Coccejus, 111, 249-50; "Amicitia Dei," 117-23; idem, "The Doctrine of the Abrogations in the
Federal Theology of Johannes Cocceius (1603-1669)," CTJ 29 (1994): 101-16. The latter is a use
ful, edited, English-language translation of chapter 12 of his dissertation "Amicitia Dei," 117-23;
see also Coccejus, 203-11.
74 Cocceius, Verbond, 43, 54, 167, 328, 370; van Asselt, "Amicitia Dei," 117-18; idem, "Doctrine
of Abrogations," 101-3.
7j Van Asselt, "Doctrine of Abrogations," 109-10; "Amicitia Dei," 121.
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In commenting upon the uniqueness of this doctrine of abrogations, van
Asselt remarks that there were no theologians who actually furthered this partic
ular thinking, although there was no shortage of parties to both sides of what
became a theological debate. On the one hand were those who wanted to protect
the decretal character of God (the or do salutis group). They held to the vertical
relationship between the covenant of works and the covenant of grace and would
hear nothing of abrogations. They charged Cocceius with introducing a historicizing moment into the covenant, which confused the substance of the covenant
of grace with its administration. They argued that believers were, by virtue of the
decree, always in the same position in this covenant. On the other hand were
found those who wanted to dismiss any notion of eternal decree and pact, singu
larly holding fast to only the redemptive-historical relationship between the two
covenants. Neither side was happy. "Cocceius travels a middle course between
eternity thinking (for example, G. Voetius) and purely historical thinking (for
example, Hugo Grotius)."76
In following this middle course that van Asselt sees Cocceius as setting, the
latter is understood to allow for both historical and ordo salutis dimensions in the
doctrine of the abrogations. Sanctification is understood not only objectively in
the life of the believer but also subjectively. The process of renewal is exactly
that—a process—and in this context the doctrine of abrogations, pneumatologically speaking, makes perfect sense. "The doctrine of abrogations is the fed
eral translation of the traditional doctrine of sanctification." More particularly,
"the doctrine of abrogations is, at its deepest level, a history of sanctification as
the work of the Spirit, in which an analogy or coordination can be discerned
between the process of salvation history and the process of the ordo salutis."77
Willem Jan van Asselt has creatively but insightfully explained the seemingly
irreconcilable time/eternity, chronological/logical, horizontal/vertical, and
historical/ontological antinomies in the theology of Johannes Cocceius with his
attention to the work of the Holy Spirit in the act and progression of redemption,
in advancement from the covenant of works to the covenant of grace in both the
historical and spiritual life of the believer.
Cornelis Graafland points to evidence indicating the long and controversial
theological and ecclesiastical heritage left by Johannes Cocceius. This heritage,
often marked by dissent and antagonism, has arisen because of a perception that
Cocceius's teaching of abrogations had short-circuited God's decretal nature.78
Van Asselt shows concern as well about this interpretation of Cocceius. More
over, Graafland maintains that the notion of abrogations is not entirely unique
with Cocceius, pointing to much earlier ideas found in Calvin, Beza, and Zanchius;79 indeed, to Cocceius's commitment to the tradition of Reformed ortho
doxy can be ascribed the "ambivalence" in both his covenant doctrine and the
subsequent research of that doctrine. In Graafland's judgment, this ambivalence
76
77
78
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Van Asselt, "Doctrine of Abrogations," 112; "Amicitia Dei," 122.
Van Asselt, "Doctrine of Abrogations," 114-16; "Amicitia Dei," 122-23.
Graafland, Calvijn tot Comrie, 3:279-84.
Ibid., 3:279-318.
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regards the salvation-history/oftfo salutis aspect of his theology under consider
ation here, a conundrum from which Cocceius's thought never quite emerged
successfully.80 This explains the controversy.
It is not so much his covenant doctrine that explains Cocceius's uniqueness,
but rather his entire view of revelation, Graafland maintains. "In [his teaching
of revelation] he has placed much greater emphasis on the progress of revela
tion, to which he, among other things, gave shape by placing stress upon the
deficiency of the Old Testament as time of promise in comparison with the
New Testament as time of fulfillment. From this, Cocceius drew both dogmatic
and ethical consequences." In his covenant doctrine, he established a much
tighter connection between election and covenant through his emphasis upon
election as wrought in Christ, by uniquely creating a distance between the
divine decree of double predestination and election. This accounts for his
emphasis upon believers, faith, and the act of faith including the ordo salutis, as
opposed to highlighting God's decretal nature as manifest in, especially, double
predestination. But, concludes Graafland, finally even for Cocceius, this par
ticular aspect of the divine nature is decisive.81
V The Amesian Inspiration for Cocceius's Covenant Thought
Cornelis Graafland agrees with the assessment of Charles McCoy and Willem
Jan van Asselt that Cocceius's covenant theology received its inspiration in Bre
men from Martinius and Crocius before Cocceius went to Franeker to study
under Orientalist Sixtinus (Sixtus) Amama (1593-1629).82 And this is no doubt
true, for Cocceius was, first and foremost, a philologist-exegete who turned to
Franeker primarily to study under Amama.83 But it is also true that he studied
under William Ames at Franeker, "the most godly, orthodox, and precise {fijnzinnigste) theologian of the Nadere Reformatie."84 Can any of Cocceius's cove
nant theology be traced back to Ames, the "architect of the federal theology?"
In more than one area did Amesian thought have influence upon Johannes
Cocceius: the practical nature of theology, human responsibility, centrality of
the volition in the act of faith and, most significantly, his covenant theology.85
80
81

Ibid., 3:323.
Ibid.

82 Ibid., 3:324; McCoy, "Cocceius's Theology," 72-84; see especially 78, 81, 83; van Asselt, Coccgus, 13-22; "Amicitia Dei," 11-12.
83 McCoy, "Cocceius's Theology," 100-104; van Asselt, Coccejus, 16-17; "Amicitia Dei," 10-13.
84 Van Asselt, "Amicitia Dei," 11-12. Van Asselt remarks that Cocceius was greatly influenced
by William Ames (Coccejus, 19 n.38).
Although it is highly likely that Cocceius opposed the narrow and legalistic view of the Sab
bath that Ames brought over from Puritan England and to which the Voetian preciesen heartily sub
scribed (van Asselt, Coccejus, 146; "Amicitia Dei," 1-6). Ames preferred the term "testament" over
"covenant" because the former term emphasized the unconditional nature of the covenant rela
tionship between God and humanity: "It is called a covenant because it is a firm promise. . . . Yet
because it is a free gift and confirmed by the death of the giver, it is more properly called a testa
ment, not a covenant, Heb. 9:16. This sense is not found in a firm determination, which is not so
properly called a testament as a covenant" (Ames, Marrow, 1.24.10-1.24.11).
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Noteworthy too is the emphasis that both men ascribe to God qua God. Cocceius's Christology held that the elect were not elect in Jesus Christ but through
Jesus Christ due solely to the eternal good pleasure of God. Along similar lines,
Ames very carefully nuances the concept of faith to give God his due; the object
of faith is not Christ, but God. To underscore, faith in God is obtained by faith
in Christ. Christ becomes the mediate object of faith; God himself is the ultimate
object. There are often similarities, as well as differences, in the systems of Ames
and Cocceius.86
But the most noteworthy dependence of Cocceius on Ames appears to be in
his covenant theology. In particular, the nature of the relationship both theolo
gians draw between the covenant of works and the covenant of grace needs to
be explored. For the concern is identical: how to relate the existential growth of
the believer with the chronological unfolding of redemptive history. And in
back of this looms the nature of the relationship between the decree and cove
nant.
Ames, like Cocceius his student, sets forth his theology along highly covenantal lines. But before he introduces the covenant as descriptive of the relationship
between God and humanity comes a chapter on "The Decree and Council of
God." Before any talk of covenant, it must be established that all happens as it
does on account of God's eternal good pleasure as demonstrated in his creation
and providence. Government of the "intelligent creature" in God's creation is
by way of covenant, which has two sacraments. But this covenant of works is
violated, humanity sins, and sin has consequences, a key one of which (condem
nation) is overturned by the restoration of fallen humanity to fellowship with
God through the person and work of Christ, and all solely for God's good plea
sure and out of his benevolence.87
The next chapter highlights the distinguishing feature of Ames's architec
tonic covenant theology: the "application" of Christ. The means through
which would be exercised the already-established covenant of redemption
between "God and Christ," which entailed Christ's surety-ship (of a reciprocal
nature in which God would deliver the faithful to Christ and Christ to the faith
ful), is the covenant of grace.88 Following this, Ames ties together decree and
covenant in the following way: "Thus, our deliverance from sin and death was
not only determined by the decree of God but also granted and communicated
to Christ and to us in him before it was known by us. . . . Therefore, the appli
cation is the end result of the obtaining. Since the end is intended by God the
Father and Christ the obtaining, as means to that end, has a firm connection
with it."89 For Ames, thefijnzinnigste theologian, there could be no antinomy, no
86 Ames, Marrow, 1.3.1, 1.3.7-9; for example, Cocceius seems less open to logic; Ames more.
Both men disparage Aristotle, yet are friendly to philosophy in theology as handmaiden (van Asselt,
Coccejus, 143-45; 'Amicitia Dei," 74-75; Ames, Marrow, 1.6.8, 2.2 [esp. 2.2.18] and many places in
Conscience).
87 Ames, Marrow, 1.7, 1.8, 1.10, 1.9-23.
88 Ibid., 1.24.
89 Ibid., 1.24.4-7.
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inconsistency between decree and covenant. God predestined not only the end,
but also the means.
Following immediately upon his teaching on the application of Christ, Ames
exposits the ordo salutis which, significandy, begins with predestination and moves
through calling, justification, adoption, sanctification, and glorification. This
comprises his teaching of "the application of redemption considered in itself."
Then come chapters on the subject of the application of redemption (the church),
followed by significant chapters on the way or means of application of redemp
tion; this application is via ministers, Scripture, sacraments, and ecclesiastical
discipline. Finally comes the administration of the application of redemption, or
the administration of the covenant of grace.90
Ames focuses on the chronological aspect of the covenant of grace by dividing
the dispensations of the application of Christ (in covenant) into distinct periods
through to Christ's return, when "the application which has only been begun in
this life will be perfected."91 This administration of the covenant of grace is
divided into three dispensations: before Christ, from Christ to the end, and at the
end.92 With this classification, Ames finds opportunity to remain true to his
Ramist convictions, for within the first dispensation there is to be distinguished
distinctive covenant administration from Adam to Moses and from Moses to
Christ. Ames further dichotomizes the Adam-to-Moses dispensation into two
periods: from Adam to Abraham and from Abraham to Moses.93
But what is noteworthy here is not the rather peculiar Ramist division that
Ames employs (although this is of great interest in itself), but rather the com
mingling of the just-explained elements of the ordo salutis with what is clearly a
chronological scheme. Ames has embedded the eternity aspect of the life of the
faithful into the temporal/historical progression of redemptive history. The
logical elements of the order of salvation are wrapped into the chronological
periods of the history of salvation. The horizontal movement and the vertical
"strikes"94 are continually in a state of intersection; predestination and cove
nant meet in unity.
From this it is apparent that the middle course steered by Johannes Cocceius
was already traveled by William Ames before him. Obviously the model re
ceives much greater structure with Cocceius but Ames sketched out the con
cept. As an example of this, we provide an example of Ames's understanding of
90 Ibid., 1.25-30, 1.31: opening statement, 1.33-37, 1.38, 1.39, 1.41. Chapter 1.40 presents
Ames's teaching on the sacraments of baptism ("a sacrament of initiation or regeneration" which
"seals the whole covenant of grace to all believers") and the Lord's Supper ("a sacrament of
nourishment and growth for the faithful in Christ").
91 Ibid., 1.41.1.
92 And this represents one of the very few places where Ames's commitment to the method of
Peter Ramus breaks down; we have a trichotomy here rather than a dichotomy. I find this commit
ment so strong in places that it appears to unduly straitjacket some Amesian explanations that could
easily have been fleshed out more. Could content have come to serve form in some instances?
93 Ames, Marrow, 1.38.
94

To use terminology employed by van Asselt; cf. van Asselt, "Amicitia Dei," 131-32.
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this intercourse between the temporal and the eternal, between the chronologi
cal and the logical, from the time of Abraham to Moses:
First, election was set forth in the persons of Isaac and Jacob who were beloved before
Ishmael and Esau. . . . Second, redemption along with its application was majestically
shown in the person and blessing of Melchizedek—also in the promise and covenant
of blessing to come to all nations from the seed of Abraham. . . . Third a calling came
in the leading of Abraham from Ur of Chaldees to a certain new and heavenly coun
try. .. . Fourth, justification was illustrated by the express testimony of God that faith
was reckoned to Abraham for righteousness, as the father and pattern of all who
should believe. . . . Fifth, adoption was declared by giving God's name to Abraham
and all the sons of the promises, and by assigning the inheritance to the sons of the
promises, the family of the free woman through grace. . . . Sixth, sanctification was
prefigured by circumcism [sic], which stood for the taking away and abolishing of the
corruption of sin and the old man so that a new creature might come in their places.
. . . Seventh, glorification was pointed to in the blessing promised in the land of
Canaan, which was a type of the heavenly country.95

Of note in this illustration is that predestination is folded into the ordo salutis.
Although this is not always so obviously the case in Ames's depiction of the
dynamic within the other periods of covenant administration he identifies and
explicates, in this instance it serves to underscore clearly the close relation he saw
between the decree and the covenant. The teaching of William Ames on the
differences between the covenant of works and the covenant of grace and
between the Old Testament and New Testament administration of the covenant
of grace are very detailed as well.96 Also noteworthy is the fact that each period
in salvation history is coordinated with a corresponding series of conditions or
states of believers. Each of these periods in the history of salvation has coordi
nated with it all of the elements of the order of salvation. It is as if the wheel of
salvation history moves relentlessly forward while the cogs (representing the
aspects of the ordo salutis), although generically identical through time, take on
different expressions of these aspects. And these cogs anchor the rim to the hub
of faith. Not all believers are at the same place in the ordo salutis at any given
moment in historical time. The points of coordination of the historical dimen
sion (horizontal) with any one of the components of the existential or ontological
(vertical) are dissimilar among believers. Not only this, but perhaps more signifi
cantly, Ames seeks to eliminate any time dimension from the ordo salutis. Different
and distinct moments in redemptive history serve continually as evidence of
one's predestination, calling, justification, adoption, sanctification and glorifi
cation. Obviously the believer is forensically justified, once and for all. But
redemptive history is not only the field in which the entire ordo salutis is played out,
but also the terrain upon which history progresses by specific historical instances
that remind believers of their status in Christ.
95
96

Ames, Marrow, 1.38.22-28.
Ibid., 1.24, 1.39.
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From this it is clear that Johannes Cocceius formalized something that
already existed earlier in William Ames's teaching, the comfortable coexistence
of decree and covenant, the dominance of neither in the wedding of eternity
thinking and historical thinking. Cocceius provided a more solid and generic
theological (pneumatological) substance to this marriage (the work of the Spirit,
according to van Asselt). Moreover, that this staging of the appropriation of the
promises of the covenant of grace received initial inspiration from Ames can be
clearly seen as well. Although Ames preferred to revise only slightly (and ramistically) the simpler sketch of the administration of the covenant of grace as
Calvin had laid it out, Cocceius raised this covenant administration to an art
form no doubt to lend cohesion to his rather unique doctrine of abrogations.
Finally, it is interesting to note that Ames also holds to a form of abrogation
of the covenant of works. Although architectonic of Cocceius's creative system,
Ames provided a more measured and less fanciful explanation97 of the dynamic
relationship between the covenant of works and the covenant of grace. For
Ames, the demands of the covenant of works are gradually diminished, but not
in distinct step form. With the introduction of the New Testament at the com
ing of Christ, Ames is satisfied to say, if somewhat cryptically, that "the testa
ment is new in relation to what existed from the time of Moses and in relation to
the promise made to the fathers. But it is new not in essence but in form. In the
former circumstances the form of administration gave some evidence of the
covenant of works, from which this testament is essentially different." Further,
"freedom comes, first, in doing away with government by law, or the intermix
ture of the covenant of works, which held the ancient people in a certain bond
age." The spirit of adoption in the New Testament delivered believers from the
bondage of the covenant of works. Freedom came also with the lifting of the
yoke of ceremonial law. All this is because the Holy Spirit has been more effec
tually applied and his gifts are more perfect in the New Testament (liberty in the
Spirit) than in the Old Testament (bondage of the letter). At the eschaton,
finally, "the application [the covenant of grace] which has only been begun in
this life will be perfected." The chronological becomes the ontological. Time
translates into eternity. All aspects of the ordo salutis are seen to reach full actu
alization and fulfillment; final and total abrogation of the covenant of works,
complete appropriation of the covenant of grace comes only when "the glory
and blessedness hoped for will shine forth in all fullness, not only in the soul but
also in the very body" at the resurrection.98 Following the lead of William
97 Cocceius's doctrine of abrogations was judged by near-contemporary Antonius Hulsius
(1615-85) to be a "monstrous dogma" (monstruosum dogma); cited in van Asselt, Coccqus, 203.
98 Ames, Marrow, 1.39.4, 1.39.9-12, 1.41: opening sentence, 1.41.1-6; the called will be in "eter
nal glory;" the effects of justification and redemption "will then be completed;" the adopted "will
enter into the possession of their inheritance;" in the sanctified the "image of God will be per
fected;" and, finally, "the glory and blessedness hoped for will shine forth in all fullness, not only in
the soul but also in the very body. . . . This final perfection of administration requires the coming
and personal presence of Christ himself" (Marrow, 1.41.2-9).
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Ames, Johannes Cocceius considers this reality to be the fifth and final stage of
the abrogation of the covenant of works."
VI. Closing Statements
We must recognize the contribution Cornelis Graafland's volumes have made
to the scholarship of Reformed orthodoxy But his historiographical methodol
ogy and his conclusions have been tarnished by his adherence to the school of
"decretal mythology" which locates his train firmly on the continuity/discontinuity track. He has presupposed the existence, in the development of postReformation Protestant orthodoxy, of doctrinal polarity between the decretal
nature of God as expressed in his decree of predestination and the relational
character of God as expressed in his covenantal dealing with humanity. Graaf
land's research, therefore, based as it is on a contrived central thesis, has been
obligated to arrive at a set of predetermined conclusions, and unconvincingly
perpetuates the myth that the development of Reformed orthodoxy and its sub
sequent organization as a finished system, reflects an inability to solve the per
ceived tension between predestination and covenant. In short, covenant
theology has come to serve the eternal decree.
Through a review of John Calvin's teaching on covenant and through an indepth examination of covenant theologians William Ames and Johannes Coc
ceius, we have demonstrated just how misplaced such a central thesis is, by
illustrating that the idea of such conflict was entirely foreign to these originators
and architects of the federal theology. Charles S. McCoy's informative, if Barthian, read of Cocceius does not perpetuate this doctrinal tension, but suffers
from other serious flaws. It appears disingenuous at points and detracts from
seeing the man and his theology in his own time when scholasticism was not so
sharply pitted against orthodoxy. Willem Jan van Asselt's work, if sometimes
opaque, represents the state of the art in Cocceian studies, contributing a pneumatological flavor to an excellent merging of heretofore opposing views on the
covenant thought of Cocceius which have arisen in this context of incongruency between decree and covenant. Van Asselt demonstrates the unique fashion
in which Cocceius brought about doctrinal cohesion with his emphasis upon
the work of the Holy Spirit in the elaboration of his creative covenant doctrine.
We have demonstrated, as well, that the plan, if not the precise blueprint, for
Cocceius's system had its origins with William Ames. Generally speaking, all of
the literature studied for purposes of this essay betrays a lack of appreciation
for the covenant theology of William Ames who saw no incongruity between
decretal and covenant thinking, who advanced considerably further than Will
iam Perkins the idea of covenant as life and of covenant structure as architec
tonic of system, but who stopped short of the curious and more speculative
covenantal architecture engineered by his student, Johannes Cocceius. The
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degree of dependence of Johannes Gocceius and others on the distinctive cove
nant thought of William Ames still remains to be formally established.
Finally scholars of Reformed orthodoxy must be disabused of the specious
notion that doctrinal incongruity and antipathy represent the trademark, how
ever triest, of the development of the Reformed confessional tradition. Such an
ill-conceived postulate betrays the revisionist capabilities of "decretal theology"
and, as such, should be considered an assault on well-established Reformed his
toriography, particularly through the period of Reformed orthodoxy. It does a
great disservice to the legacy of those individuals who contributed to the devel
opment of a system, it is a contrived interpretation untrue to historical fact, and
it is consequently a concept whose legitimacy must be challenged. Even if it
could be demonstrated that there was some sympathy for this position in the
work of contemporaneous trailblazers and systematizers of the tradition, a
wholesale effort to develop this into the identifying feature of the development
of covenant doctrine must be seen for what it is: the creative construct of con
temporary scholars seeking mainline currency for, at best, tangential and
peripheral musings gleaned from obscure corners of the writings of these
major thinkers riding aboard the Calvinian train through the post-Reformation
period. As such, the Graafland thesis has derailed from the trunk and should
not be considered a workable hypothesis for the understanding of the develop
ment of covenant theology in Protestant orthodoxy.

